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(Editor's note: Media are invited to attend the class that Sister Helen Prejean, C.S.J., author of
the best-selling book 'Dead Man Walking: An Eye Witness Account of the Death Penalty in
the U.S.,' will address from 3:30 to 5 p.m. Thursday, April 18, in Sears Recital Hall in the
Jesse Philips Humanities Center. At 7:30p.m. that day, Prejean will receive an honorary
doctorate of humane letters for her devotion to Catholic social justice issues.)
UD 'DEATH PENALTY' CLASS CREATED TO EXPLORE
MAJOR PERSPECTIVES ON CONTROVERSIAL SUBJECT
DAYTON, Ohio -Alison Radelet was 13 when a woman whose daughter had been
raped and killed addressed the audience. The woman talked about her struggle to forgive her
child's murderer.
The woman said that through an exchange of letters with the imprisoned man, she had
come to see another side of him, a side that aspired to atone for his sin. No, she told the
audience, she had not befriended her daughter's killer- only that they had chosen a path to
closure that neither had expected to travel.
"I listened in awe to this woman, amazed at her endless capacity to forgive," says
Radelet, a University of Dayton senior who heard the woman speak while attending an antideath penalty conference in 1995. "She said that if her daughter's killer had been executed, she
herself would not have had the chance to heal. She would not have found spiritual peace to
deal with her loss."
Seven years later, Radelet continues to seek insight into one of the country's most
controversial issues. She and about 50 of her classmates are enrolled in a new course aptly
titled "The Death Penalty."
The one-credit elective was created to provide students with a basic understanding of
the major issues related to capital punishment in the United States today, said Pat Donnelly, a
professor of sociology and co-coordinator of the course.
"It's a complex issue," he said. "Young people need to have a clear grasp of all sides of
the death penalty to make informed choices.
"It's also a timely issue," added Donnelly, alluding to several high-profile executions in
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the past year and to the planned execution of Alton Coleman on April 26.
"For most people, capital punishment is an emotional issue only," says Radelet, a
secondary education major from Detroit. "It was with me. But I wanted - I needed, really - to
understand other perspectives related to it. That's what this class has given me."
Donnelly designed the course as a forum for examining the moral, ethical, legal,
historical, philosophical and sociological contexts of capital punishment. To that end, he
enlisted fellow UD faculty members from the philosophy, history, English, criminal justice and
religious studies departments to teach a unit each during the semester.
As part of the course, students have been introduced to outside speakers from both
sides of the debate, including Ohio Sen. Richard Finan, Ohio Attorney General Betty
Montgomery and Janet Schroeder of the American Friends (Quakers) Service Committee.
Highlighting the semester will be a visit to UD by Sister Helen Prejean C.S.J., author of
the best-selling book Dead Man Walking: An Eye Witness Account of the Death Penalty in the U.S.
Prejean will be on campus Thursday, Aprill8, to talk to the students and receive an honorary
degree from the University. Her book is required reading for the class.
Donnelly said he was pleasantly surprised at the "overwhelming interest" by students
to take the class. Quite a few were turned away due to seating limitation. He was also
impressed with the variety of students it has attracted, from engineering and political science
majors to education and life-science majors.
"We have some students who are very opposed to capital punishment and some who
are very in favor of it," he said. "Then there are those who are somewhere in the middle, trying
to sort out their thoughts and feelings."
"It's the most phenomenal thing I've done in college," said Katie Ford, 20, a senior
biology major. "Forget any of my science courses, it's also the most challenging. It changed my
life ... my view of life."
The Evansville, Ind., native said she began researching issues related to the death
penalty after seeing the movies Dead Man Walking and Eye For An Eye. The class's
interdisciplinary approach has bolstered her view of the death penalty.
"A lot of what we've learned so far has challenged my stance against capital
punishment," she admitted. "But, ultimately, the class has reinforced my belief that the death
penalty should be abolished. I don't believe we should 'play God.'"
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